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Portrait of Vivien T. Thomas by Bob Gee, Oil
on Canvas, 1969. Johns Hopkins University.

The contributions by those of black African ancestry
to medical science are overwhelming. The Father of
Medicine, Imhotep, was African. By the fifteenth
century, youth from Africa and Europe traveled to the
University of Sankore in Timbuktu for medical and
surgical instruction. The first known black physician
in colonial America was James Derham, who began
his practice in 1754. The earliest known black
graduates of medical schools in America were David
Peck, who was graduated from Rush School of
Medicine in 1847, and Rebecca Lee, who was
graduated from the New England Female College in
1864. However, with the growth of slavery and
racism in America, it became increasingly difficult for
African Americans to advance to the honorable and
prestigious status of physician. Vivien Theodore
Thomas, a man ahead of his times, personified the
struggle against the "racial ceiling" in the twentiethcentury American South.

hammer on things and brought us up in his own trade
of carpentry .. . He never kept us out of school for a day
of work, but we were required to report after school
hours to whatever job he had in progress."

Born in Lake Providence, Louisiana, on August 29,
1910, Vivien T. Thomas was the fourth of five
children born to William Maceo Thomas and Mary
Eaton Thomas. His father, hoping to improve the
family's condition and to escape constant flooding of
the Mississippi River, moved the family in 1912 to
Nashville, Tennessee. Maceo Thomas, an industrious
carpenter and contractor, bought three city lots
containing over a half-acre of land (to facilitate a
garden) and built the family home. The structure, just
over two miles from Fisk University, stood until it was
demolished about 1970 to make way for the
expanding campus of Meharry Medical College.

Early in February, 1930, Vivien Thomas approached
his friend Charles Manlove about possible openings at
Vanderbilt University, where Manlove was employed
as a laboratory technician. Through Manlove came an
introduction to Dr. Alfred Blalock, a young physician
who had headed the Experimental Surgery Laboratory
at Vanderbilt Medical School since 1927. Although
the salary for laboratory technician was lower then
Thomas' salary at Fisk University, he accepted
Blalock's job offer. "I was very much interested in
what was going on in the laboratory. I had also been
favorably impressed by Dr. Blalock," recalled Thomas
in his 1985 autobiography, Pioneering Research in
Surgical Schock and Cardiovascular Surgery: Vivien
Thomas and His Work with Alfred Blalock. Thomas'
string work ethic, attention to detail, and skilled hand
as a carpenter were precisely what Blalock needed in a
laboratory assistant. In correlation, Thomas' native
intelligence was stimulated and expanded by his work
with Blalock, postdoctoral Fellows, surgical residents,

Young Vivien, at age six, was sent to kindergarten in
nearby Fisk University, then enrolled the following
year in public school; he was graduated from Pearl
High School in 1929.
Recalling his youthful
acquisition of a strong work ethic, he remarked, "My
father took advantage of the propensity of boys to

Utilizing his carpentry skills, acquired from age
thirteen through his high school years, Vivien worked
summers at Fisk University's physical plant to save
money for his college education. His graduation from
high school in the summer of 1929, however, found
the country in the early throes of the Great
Depression. Although he had bought his school
clothing and saved enough money for books and
tuition for his first semester at Tennessee Agricultural
and Industrial State College (now Tennessee State
University), he had no resources for the school's
second semester. So he held in abeyance his plans for
college and medical school until he could earn the
needed money.
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and interns working on experimental surgical
procedures. "Until about 1935, the major focus of the
work in the laboratory was on the problem of shock,"
Thomas observed. "Numerous other projects were
being done concurrently ... [and] these projects
involved surgical procedures from which I began to
learn something of surgical techniques." By 1935,
Thomas was independently performing preparatory
procedures on animals for Blalock' s review and
recording copious notes on each experiment. In mid1936, when Blalock decided to try the first
transplantation of a kidney, none of them had
experience in vascular surgery. "This was the project
on which we .. .learned or taught ourselves vascular
surgery," Thomas recalled.
" We had so much
technical success with the kidney transplantation that
some time later Dr. Blalock decided we should try to
transplant the adrenal gland. The rate of success of
the transplantation was about 50 percent."
Reflective of his growing reputation in surgical
research, Dr. Blalock received an invitation in late
1940 to become Surgeon-in-Chief and Chairman of
the Department of Surgery at Johns Hopkins Hospital;
he asked Vivien Thomas to accompany him as
surgical research technician. Thomas agreed and on
July 1, 1941, joined Blalock' s surgical team at Johns
Hopkins. A month later, he brought his wife and two
daughters to a small apartment in the "congested,
treeless, grassless environment" of urban east
Baltimore, Maryland.
Never one to sidestep a
challenge, Thomas set about acclimating himself to his
new environment and adjusting to being the only
African American working on the Johns Hopkins'
surgical staff.
Over the next three years, Thomas' prowess with
surgical research procedures rapidly increased, as did
the range of his responsibilities to include chemical
determinations for their experiments, calculation of
the results and the maintenance of precise records, and
creation of more efficient surgical instruments. He
became a major contributor to the development of
operative techniques, and he and Blalock collaborated
on the design of surgical equipment. A clamp devised
for Blalock' s use for the temporary occlusion of the
pulmonary artery became known as the "Blalock
clamp." Thomas also was a "key player in pioneering
the anastomosis of the subclavian artery to the
pulmonary artery ... [and] the work he performed with
Alfred Blalock paved the way for the successful
outcome of the Blalock-Taussig shunt" performed on
November 29, 1944, when surgeon Blalock saved the

life of a fifteen-month-old "blue baby" by creating an
artificial channel between the aorta and pulmonary
artery. "The procedure, developed in conjunction
with Hopkins pediatrician Helen Taussig and surgical
assistant Vivien Thomas, ushered in a new era for
heart surgery," according to writer Melissa Hendricks'
"Pioneers of Discovery " in Johns Hopkins Magazine
(April 2000).
Thomas supervised the surgical laboratories at Johns
Hopkins for over 35 years. While performing his
work in surgical research, he also helped train many of
the hospital's surgeons in the delicate techniques
necessary for heart and lung operations. In 1969, the
Johns Hopkins Hospital expressed its appreciation for
Thomas' contributions by commissioning an oil
portrait of him by artist Bob Gee; the portrait was
unveiled in the School of Medicine in 1971. Five
years later, Thomas was presented with the degree of
Honorary Doctor of Laws by the Johns Hopkins
University and appointed instructor in surgery at the
university' s School of Medicine. In 1979, upon his
retirement, he became instructor emeritus of surgery at
the School of Medicine, holding that position until his
death on November 26, 1985. His personal papers
from 1980-1986 make up the Vivien T. Thomas
Collection of the Alan Mason Chesney Medical
Archives at the Johns Hopkins Medical Institutions.
On June 7, 1995, Vivien Thomas' work again was
honored when the Johns Hopkins departments of
Surgery and Pediatrics celebrated the fiftieth
anniversary of the first Blalock-Taussig shunt in 1944
and the men and women who made it possible,
including chief surgeon Alfred Blalock, pediatric
cardiologist Helen Taussig, and surgical research
technician Vivien Thomas. Further recognition will
come to Thomas in February, 2002, when Spark
Media, Inc. , of Washington, DC, premieres its
documentary film , Partners of the Heart, a chronicle
of the collaboration between Thomas and Blalock, on
Maryland Public Television.

-Reavis L. Mitchell, Jr.

Blalock clamp. Photograph by M. W. Keboe. Johns Hopkins University

